



What young English people do once they reach school-leaving 
age: A cross-cohort comparison for the last 30 years
Dorsett, R. and Anders, J.
 
This is an author's accepted manuscript of an article published in Longitudinal and Life 
Course Studies, 8 (1), pp. 75-103, 2017. 
The final definitive version is available online at:
https://dx.doi.org/10.14301/llcs.v8i1.399
The WestminsterResearch online digital archive at the University of Westminster aims to make the 
research output of the University available to a wider audience. Copyright and Moral Rights remain 
with the authors and/or copyright owners.
Whilst further distribution of specific materials from within this archive is forbidden, you may freely 
distribute the URL of WestminsterResearch: ((http://westminsterresearch.wmin.ac.uk/).





























be	a	 structural,	 rather	 than	cyclical,	problem.	We	see	evidence	of	 this	 from	that	 fact	 that	
although	youth	unemployment	 in	 the	UK	was	 falling	 in	 the	 late	1990s	and	early	2000s,	 it	
started	rising	again	as	early	as	2004,	long	before	the	general	downturn	in	the	economy	(OECD,	
2008).	 This	 is	 an	 important	 issue,	 not	 least	 because	 making	 a	 successful	 transition	 from	
education	into	the	labour	market	is	important	for	young	people’s	long-term	economic	success;	
periods	of	unemployment	during	these	early	years	may	have	long-term	scarring	effects	on	




are	 making	 a	 potentially	 difficult	 transition	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 neither	 continue	 in	
education	nor	do	they	find	stable	employment.	We	assess	the	changing	size	of	this	group	and	
examine	the	extent	to	which	it	is	possible	to	predict,	on	the	basis	of	characteristics	at	the	time	




birthday.	 	 Previous	 research	has	 shown	 that	 young	people’s	 transitions	 into	work	may	be	
highly	 differentiated	 (Fergusson,	 Pye,	 Esland,	 McLaughlin,	 &	 Muncie,	 2000).	 	 Sequence	





















In	 Section	 3,	 we	 describe	 our	 methodological	 approach.	 	 Our	 analysis	 results	 in	 the	
identification	 of	 a	 typology	 of	 transition	 pathways,	 discussed	 in	 Section	 4,	 along	 with	 an	
account	of	how	pathways	have	changed	over	time.		We	also	examine	the	extent	to	which	it	is	
possible	to	use	characteristics	at	age	16	to	predict	which	type	of	transition	young	people	will	
experience,	 focusing	especially	on	those	who	make	a	potentially	difficult	 transition	 (in	 the	
sense	of	not	being	characterised	by	either	education	participation	or	stable	employment).	We	
consider	the	extent	to	which	these	relationships	have	changed	over	the	four	cohorts	analysed	














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	 NCDS	 BCS	 YCS	 LSYPE	
N	 8,356	 9,518	 8,682	 9,347	
Male	 0.57	 0.49	 0.51	 0.48	
Non-White	 0.01	 0.02	 0.09	 0.14	
Single	parent	family	 0.07	 0.04	 0.15	 0.25	
Parent	has	A	Levels	(no	degree)	 0.11	 0.05	 0.07	 0.22	
Parent	has	a	degree	 0.01	 0.05	 0.07	 0.17	
Home	owner	occupied	 0.31	 0.31	 0.80	 0.74	
Home	socially	rented	 0.42	 0.05	 0.15	 0.19	
Living	in	workless	household	 0.06	 0.03	 0.08	 0.13	














N	 7,110	 852	 394	 8,356	
Proportion	 0.91	 0.04	 0.05	 1.00	
Male	 0.59	 0.57	 0.23	 0.57	
Non-White	 0.01	 0.01	 0.02	 0.01	
Single	parent	family	 0.07	 0.04	 0.11	 0.07	
Parent	has	A	Levels	(no	
degree)	 0.10	 0.28	 0.06	 0.11	
Parent	has	a	degree	 0.01	 0.08	 0.00	 0.01	
Home	owner	occupied	 0.31	 0.51	 0.13	 0.31	
Home	socially	rented	 0.43	 0.14	 0.53	 0.42	








N	 6867	 2282	 369	 9518	
Proportion	 0.72	 0.24	 0.04	 1.00	
Male	 0.50	 0.48	 0.34	 0.49	
Non-White	 0.02	 0.05	 0.04	 0.02	
Single	parent	family	 0.03	 0.04	 0.05	 0.04	
Parent	has	A	Levels	(no	
degree)	 0.04	 0.10	 0.01	 0.05	
Parent	has	a	degree	 0.03	 0.14	 0.01	 0.05	
Home	owner	occupied	 0.28	 0.44	 0.11	 0.31	
Home	socially	rented	 0.05	 0.03	 0.10	 0.05	








N	 2,956	 5,408	 318	 8,682	
Proportion	 0.40	 0.55	 0.05	 1.00	
Male	 0.49	 0.51	 0.55	 0.51	
Non-White	 0.03	 0.13	 0.07	 0.09	
Single	parent	family	 0.16	 0.14	 0.17	 0.15	
Parent	has	A	Levels	(no	
degree)	 0.04	 0.09	 0.07	 0.07	
Parent	has	a	degree	 0.03	 0.09	 0.08	 0.07	
Home	owner	occupied	 0.75	 0.85	 0.64	 0.80	
Home	socially	rented	 0.20	 0.10	 0.28	 0.15	








N	 2,994	 5,399	 954	 9,347	
Proportion	 0.37	 0.51	 0.12	 1.00	
Male	 0.48	 0.48	 0.52	 0.48	
Non-White	 0.07	 0.19	 0.13	 0.14	
Single	parent	family	 0.27	 0.22	 0.36	 0.25	
Parent	has	A	Levels	(no	
degree)	 0.20	 0.25	 0.16	 0.22	
Parent	has	a	degree	 0.12	 0.22	 0.12	 0.17	
Home	owner	occupied	 0.74	 0.79	 0.52	 0.74	
Home	socially	rented	 0.19	 0.15	 0.36	 0.19	







	 Entering	the	Labour	Market	 Accumulating	Human	Capital	 Potentially	Difficult	Transition	
	 NCDS	 BCS	 YCS	 LSYPE	 NCDS	 BCS	 YCS	 LSYPE	 NCDS	 BCS	 YCS	 LSYPE	
Non-White	 -0.049**	 -0.191***	 -0.351***	 -0.211***	 0.002	 0.171***	 0.356***	 0.237***	 0.047**	 0.019*	 -0.005	 -0.025**	
	 (-2.309)	 (-6.927)	 (-11.423)	 (-12.609)	 (0.197)	 (6.706)	 (12.017)	 (15.145)	 (2.500)	 (1.727)	 (-0.403)	 (-2.277)	
Male	 0.071***	 0.023**	 -0.019	 -0.001	 -0.001	 0.004	 0.011	 -0.018	 -0.070***	 -0.027***	 0.008	 0.019**	
	 (8.609)	 (2.505)	 (-1.534)	 (-0.115)	 (-0.298)	 (0.455)	 (0.860)	 (-1.556)	 (-9.036)	 (-6.229)	 (1.302)	 (2.328)	
Workless	Household	 -0.023	 -0.018	 -0.012	 -0.127***	 0.006	 -0.002	 -0.010	 0.071***	 0.017	 0.020**	 0.022**	 0.056***	
	 (-1.312)	 (-0.730)	 (-0.455)	 (-6.204)	 (0.603)	 (-0.075)	 (-0.374)	 (3.488)	 (1.176)	 (2.404)	 (2.090)	 (4.855)	
Lone	parent	 -0.003	 -0.037	 -0.022	 0.056***	 -0.008	 0.017	 0.029	 -0.079***	 0.011	 0.020*	 -0.007	 0.023**	
	 (-0.153)	 (-1.537)	 (-1.116)	 (3.950)	 (-0.901)	 (0.748)	 (1.491)	 (-5.433)	 (0.745)	 (1.880)	 (-0.798)	 (2.294)	
Socially	Rented	 0.014	 0.081**	 0.085**	 -0.002	 -0.012	 -0.109***	 -0.110***	 -0.017	 -0.002	 0.029*	 0.024	 0.019	
	 (1.017)	 (2.202)	 (2.170)	 (-0.087)	 (-1.445)	 (-3.159)	 (-2.804)	 (-0.579)	 (-0.158)	 (1.817)	 (1.478)	 (1.163)	
Owner	Occupier	 0.018	 -0.022	 -0.073**	 -0.043*	 0.027***	 0.048*	 0.086**	 0.112***	 -0.045***	 -0.025*	 -0.013	 -0.069***	
	 (1.200)	 (-0.750)	 (-2.097)	 (-1.686)	 (3.689)	 (1.765)	 (2.517)	 (4.260)	 (-3.391)	 (-1.649)	 (-0.911)	 (-4.410)	
Parental	A-Levels	 -0.039***	 -0.150***	 -0.072*	 -0.030**	 0.048***	 0.200***	 0.081**	 0.050***	 -0.009	 -0.049**	 -0.009	 -0.020*	
	 (-2.926)	 (-6.294)	 (-1.875)	 (-2.099)	 (10.748)	 (12.162)	 (2.149)	 (3.455)	 (-0.743)	 (-2.304)	 (-0.612)	 (-1.801)	
Parental	Degree	 -0.053	 -0.255***	 -0.152***	 -0.133***	 0.096***	 0.281***	 0.117***	 0.134***	 -0.043	 -0.026	 0.035**	 -0.000	
	 (-1.625)	 (-12.044)	 (-4.054)	 (-8.250)	 (15.987)	 (17.954)	 (3.188)	 (8.430)	 (-1.304)	 (-1.580)	 (2.490)	 (-0.029)	



















White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 95.8	 67.9	 96.5	 4,338	
BCS	 81.6	 31.2	 73.4	 4,564	
YCS	 53.6	 23.6	 40.7	 3,429	
LSYPE	 30.6	 34	 40	 3,161	
White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 86.3	 65.1	 91.1	 3,844	
BCS	 76.7	 30.8	 72.2	 4,706	
YCS	 56.3	 25.1	 42.7	 4,555	
LSYPE	 31.6	 34	 40	 3,201	
Non-White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 90.8	 65.3	 93.6	 103	
BCS	 62.7	 13.5	 49.2	 113	
YCS	 21.2	 6	 12.5	 283	
LSYPE	 15.9	 15.8	 19.8	 1,291	
Non-White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 69.8	 61.4	 80.4	 71	
BCS	 62.7	 13.4	 48	 122	
YCS	 22.7	 6.5	 13.3	 415	
LSYPE	 16.1	 15.6	 19.5	 1,491	
Overall	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 93.2	 66.8	 95	 8,356	
BCS	 79.1	 30.4	 72.4	 9,505	
YCS	 51.9	 22	 38.5	 8,682	















White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 1.3	 31.8	 2.0	 4,338	
BCS	 12.4	 68.4	 25.3	 4,564	
YCS	 34.8	 70.6	 55.1	 3,429	
LSYPE	 39.4	 54.8	 48	 3,161	
White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 1.3	 33.6	 2.1	 3,844	
BCS	 11.8	 68.3	 25.1	 4,706	
YCS	 34.1	 70	 53.8	 4,555	
LSYPE	 42.2	 56.6	 49.8	 3,201	
Non-White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 1.4	 33.9	 2.1	 103	
BCS	 27.7	 86.1	 49	 113	
YCS	 68.9	 90.8	 84.7	 283	
LSYPE	 61.7	 76.7	 71.6	 1,291	
Non-White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 1.1	 35	 2.0	 71	
BCS	 27.7	 85.8	 48.3	 122	
YCS	 68.9	 90.8	 84.3	 415	
LSYPE	 64.8	 78.2	 73.3	 1,491	
Overall	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 1.3	 32.7	 2.0	 8,356	
BCS	 12.4	 68.9	 25.7	 9,505	
YCS	 37.4	 72.9	 57.7	 8,682	














White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 2.9	 0.3	 1.5	 4,338	
BCS	 5.9	 0.4	 1.3	 4,564	
YCS	 11.6	 5.8	 4.2	 3,429	
LSYPE	 30	 11.2	 12	 3,161	
White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 12.4	 1.3	 6.9	 3,844	
BCS	 11.5	 0.9	 2.7	 4,706	
YCS	 9.7	 4.9	 3.5	 4,555	
LSYPE	 26.1	 9.4	 10.2	 3,201	
Non-White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 7.8	 0.8	 4.2	 103	
BCS	 9.7	 0.4	 1.8	 113	
YCS	 9.9	 3.2	 2.8	 283	
LSYPE	 22.4	 7.5	 8.6	 1,291	
Non-White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 29	 3.6	 17.5	 71	
BCS	 9.7	 0.8	 3.7	 122	
YCS	 8.5	 2.7	 2.4	 415	
LSYPE	 19.1	 6.2	 7.1	 1,491	
Overall	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 N	
NCDS	 5.5	 0.6	 2.9	 8,356	
BCS	 8.5	 0.6	 1.9	 9,505	
YCS	 10.7	 5.1	 3.8	 8,682	





White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	N	
NCDS	 95.8	 67.9	 96.5	 4338	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 96.0	 69.2	 94	 3161	
LSYPE	 30.6	 34.0	 40.0	 3161	
White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 86.3	 65.1	 91.1	 3844	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 86.6	 66.4	 90.6	 3201	
LSYPE	 31.6	 34.0	 40.0.	 3201	
Non-White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 90.8	 65.3	 93.6	 103	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 91.0	 66.6	 92.0	 1291	
LSYPE	 15.9	 15.8	 19.8	 1291	
Non-White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 69.8	 61.4	 80.4	 71	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 91.0	 62.7	 83.7	 1491	
LSYPE	 16.1	 15.6	 19.5	 1491	
Overall	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 93.2	 66.8	 95.0	 8356	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 91.8	 67.5	 92.5	 9144	













White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	N	
NCDS	 1.3	 31.8	 2.0	 4338	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 1.2	 30.6	 5.1	 3161	
LSYPE	 39.4	 54.8	 48	 3161	
White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 1.3	 33.6	 2.1	 3844	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 1.2	 32.3	 5.4	 3201	
LSYPE	 42.2	 56.6	 49.8	 3201	
Non-White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 1.4	 33.9	 2.1	 103	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 1.3	 32.6	 5.5	 1291	
LSYPE	 61.7	 76.7	 71.6	 1291	
Non-White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 1.1	 35	 2.0	 71	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 1.3	 33.7	 5.5	 1491	
LSYPE	 64.8	 78.2	 73.3	 1491	
Overall	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 1.3	 32.7	 2.0	 8356	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 1.2	 31.8	 5.3	 9144	













White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	N	
NCDS	 2.9	 0.3	 1.5	 4338	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 2.8	 0.3	 0.9	 3161	
LSYPE	 30	 11.2	 12	 3161	
White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 12.4	 1.3	 6.9	 3844	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 12.2	 1.3	 4.0	 3201	
LSYPE	 26.1	 9.4	 10.2	 3201	
Non-White	Male	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 7.8	 0.8	 4.2	 103	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 7.7	 0.8	 2.5	 1291	
LSYPE	 22.4	 7.5	 8.6	 1291	
Non-White	Female	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 29	 3.6	 17.5	 71	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 7.7	 3.6	 10.8	 1491	
LSYPE	 19.1	 6.2	 7.1	 1491	
Overall	 	Low	SES	 	High	SES	 	Overall	 	
NCDS	 5.5	 0.6	 2.9	 8356	
NCDS	associations/LSYPE	cohort	 6.9	 0.7	 2.2	 9144	














ELM	 AHC	 PDT	 Missing	 Total	(freq.)	
ELM	 61.9	 1.1	 12.4	 24.6	 7,110	
AHC	 13.7	 41.7	 2.1	 42.5	 852	
PDT	 8.6	 0.5	 55.6	 35.3	 394	
Missing	 75.0	 0.0	 25.0	 0.0	 16	







16-18	Groupings	 ELM	 AHC	 PDT	 Missing	 Total	(freq.)	
ELM	 81.3	 5.7	 12.2	 0.9	 6,867	
AHC	 6.8	 87.2	 4.4	 1.6	 2,282	
PDT	 23.0	 6.8	 69.4	 0.8	 369	
















	 NCDS	 BCS	 NCDS	 BCS	 NCDS	 BCS	
Non-White	 -0.049**	 -0.191***	 0.002	 0.171***	 0.047**	 0.019*	
	 (-2.309)	 (-6.927)	 (0.197)	 (6.706)	 (2.500)	 (1.727)	
Male	 0.071***	 0.023**	 -0.001	 0.004	 -0.070***	 -0.027***	
	 (8.609)	 (2.505)	 (-0.298)	 (0.455)	 (-9.036)	 (-6.229)	
Workless	Household	 -0.023	 -0.018	 0.006	 -0.002	 0.017	 0.020**	
	 (-1.312)	 (-0.730)	 (0.603)	 (-0.075)	 (1.176)	 (2.404)	
Lone	parent	 -0.003	 -0.037	 -0.008	 0.017	 0.011	 0.020*	
	 (-0.153)	 (-1.537)	 (-0.901)	 (0.748)	 (0.745)	 (1.880)	
Socially	Rented	 0.014	 0.081**	 -0.012	 -0.109***	 -0.002	 0.029*	
	 (1.017)	 (2.202)	 (-1.445)	 (-3.159)	 (-0.158)	 (1.817)	
Owner	Occupier	 0.018	 -0.022	 0.027***	 0.048*	 -0.045***	 -0.025*	
	 (1.200)	 (-0.750)	 (3.689)	 (1.765)	 (-3.391)	 (-1.649)	
Parental	A-Levels	 -0.039***	 -0.150***	 0.048***	 0.200***	 -0.009	 -0.049**	
	 (-2.926)	 (-6.294)	 (10.748)	 (12.162)	 (-0.743)	 (-2.304)	
Parental	Degree	 -0.053	 -0.255***	 0.096***	 0.281***	 -0.043	 -0.026	
	 (-1.625)	 (-12.044)	 (15.987)	 (17.954)	 (-1.304)	 (-1.580)	














NCDS:	 	 	 	 	 	 BCS:	
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Endnotes	
i	For	example,	we	made	use	of	a	separate	variable	reporting	school	leaving	date	and	also	
used	characteristics	such	as	young	people’s	highest	educational	qualification	reported	by	
age	23	to	impute	earlier	education	status.	
ii	We	carry	out	a	sensitivity	analysis	to	assess	the	extent	to	which	sample	reduction	is	likely	
to	influence	our	results	by	using	the	alternative	approach	of	treating	missing	as	a	state	in	
itself	(Gabadinho,	Ritschard,	Studer,	&	Müller,	2011b,	pp.	55-61).	This	makes	little	difference	
to	our	findings.	
iii	Optimal	matching	in	this	sense	should	not	be	confused	with	the	identically	named	
technique	within	the	propensity	score	matching	literature.	Partly	in	order	to	avoid	this	
ambiguity	we	use	the	term	sequence	analysis	throughout.	
iv	Combinatorial	approaches,	such	as	those	outlined	by	Elzinga	(for	example	Elizinga	&	
Liefbroer,	2007),	are	another	alternative.	
v	This	cluster	contains	individuals	who	have	entered	the	labour	market	immediately	at	the	
end	of	compulsory	schooling	but	return	to	education	at	a	later	point.	This	makes	it	slightly	
ambiguous	if	they	should	be	classified	as	‘Entering	the	Labour	Market’	(since	they	do	this	
but	then	leave	again)	or	‘Accumulating	Human	Capital’	(since	they	return	to	do	this	but	are	
not	in	education	throughout	the	period).	In	any	case,	it	makes	up	only	approximately	2.5%	
of	the	sample;	little	changes	if	it	is	reclassified	as	AHC	or	dropped	entirely.	
vi	It	is	also	possible,	though,	that	some	of	this	effect	is	explained	by	under-reporting	of	short	
spells	in	the	NCDS/BCS,	as	discussed	earlier.	
vii	We	also	fitted	a	single	multinomial	logistic	regression	model	on	the	pooled	sample	from	
all	cohorts,	including	a	cohort	regressor	and	all	predictors	interacted	with	these.	These	
replicated	the	results	obtained	from	the	separate	models,	but	allowed	for	inference	testing	
of	the	differences	between	the	influences	of	characteristics	in	each	cohort.	These	
significance	tests	are	not	reported	in	this	paper	but	are	available	on	request.	
viii	The	distinction	between	high	SES	and	low	SES	does	not	conform	to	any	standard	
definition.		The	two	groups	were	chosen	in	order	to	satisfy	two	criteria:	first,	that	the	
characteristics	used	in	the	definition	had	a	strong	association	with	disadvantage	such	that	it	
was	plausible	to	view	the	high	SES	group	as	unambiguously	“better	off”	(at	least	on	average)	
than	the	low	SES	group	and,	second,	that	resulting	groups	were	of	a	sufficient	size	to	be	of	
practical	use.	
ix	The	NCDS	and	LSYPE	rows	in	Table	5	contain	identical	results	to	corresponding	rows	in	
Table	4	but	are	included	for	convenience	of	comparison.	
x	In	addition,	we	carried	out	the	same	analysis	over	the	whole	time	period	(i.e.	both	the	
initial	29	months	and	the	following	69	months)	and	achieved	similar	results	to	those	
reported	later	in	this	section.	
																																								 																				
